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Act creating the 1°* Rhode Island Regiment, also known as the “Black Regiment,” 1778

This is an excerpt from the February 14, 1778, meeting of the General Assembly. The new law permits
“every able-bodied Negro, Mulatto, or Indian Man Slave” to enlist in a newly formed regiment. The law
further states that all soldiers passing muster will discharged from service and “be absolutely free.”

Whereas, for the preservation of the Rights and Liberties of the United States, it is necessary that the
whole power of the Government should be exerted in recruiting the Continental Battalions: And
whereas his Excellency General Washington hath enclosed to this State the Proposal made to him by
Brigadier-General Varnum to enlist into the two Battalions, raising by this State, such Slaves as should
be willing to enter into the Service: And whereas History affords us frequent Precedents of the wisest,
the freest, and bravest Nations have liberated their Slaves, and enlisted them as Soldiers to fight in the
Defense of their Country; and also whereas the Enemy with a great Force have taken Possession of the
Capital, and of a great Part of this State; and this State is obliged to raise a very considerable Number
of Troops for its own immediate Defense, whereby it is in a Manner rendered impossible for this State
to furnish Recruits for the said two Battalions, without adopting the said Measure so recommended.

It is Voted and Resolved, that every able-bodied Negro, Mulatto, or Indian Man Slave, in this State, may
enlist into either of the said two Battalions to serve during the Continuance of the present War

with Great-Britain: That every Slave, so enlisting, shall be entitled to, and receive, all the Bounties,
Wages, and Encouragements, allowed by the Continental Congress, to any Soldier enlisting into their
Service.

It is further Voted and Resolved, that every Slave, so enlisting, shall, upon his passing Muster before
Col. Christopher Greene, be immediately discharged from the Service of his Master or Mistress; and be
absolutely FREE, as though he had never been encumbered with any Kind of Servitude or Slavery. And
in Case such Slave shall, by Sickness or otherwise, be rendered unable to maintain himself, he shall not
be chargeable to his Master or Mistress, but shall be supported at the Expense of the State.

And whereas Slaves have been, by the Laws, deemed the Property of their Owners; and therefore
Compensation ought to be made to the Owners for the Loss of their Service: It is further Voted and
Resolved, That there be allowed, and paid by this State, to the Owner, for every such Slave so enlisting,
a Sum according to his Worth; at a Price not exceeding one Hundred and twenty Pounds for the most
valuable Slave; and in Proportion for a Slave of less Value. Provided, The Owner of the said Slave shall
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deliver up to the Officer, who shall enlist him, the Clothes of the said Slave; or otherwise he shall not
be entitled to said Sum.

And for settling and ascertaining the Value of such Slaves, It is further Voted and Resolved, That a
Committee of Five be appointed, to wit: One from each County; any Three of whom to be a Quorum,
to examine the Slaves who shall be so entitled, after they shall have passed Muster, and to set a Price
upon each Slave according to his Value as aforesaid.

It is further Voted and Resolved, That upon any able-bodied Negro, Mulatto, or Indian Slave, enlisting
as aforesaid, the Officer who shall so enlist him, after he shall have passed Muster as aforesaid, shall
deliver a Certificate thereof to the Master or Mistress of said Negro, Mulatto, or Indian Slave; which
shall discharge him from the Service of his said Master or Mistress as aforesaid.

It is further Voted and Resolved, That the Committee who shall estimate the Value of any Slave as
aforesaid, shall give a Certificate of the Sum at which he may be valued to the Owner of said Slave: And
the General Treasurer of this State is hereby empowered and directed to give unto the said Owner of
said Slave his promissory Note, as Treasurer as aforesaid, for the Sum of Money at which he shall be
valued as aforesaid, payable on demand, with Interest at the Rate of six per Cent. per Annum; and that
said Notes, which shall be so given, shall be paid with the Money which is due this State, and is
expected from Congress; the Money which has been borrowed out of the General Treasury, by this
Assembly, being first replaced.
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